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Describe and explore one of the following theories: Marxism, Feminism or Social Constructionism


This assignment will explore the theory of traditional Marxism, its criticism of the capitalist society and focus on the concept of the stratification of social class. This assignment will also discuss the Marxist perspective of education, with criticisms from a functionalist view of society and conclude as to whether Marxism is still a relevant theory in contemporary society by considering the view of postmodernists.
According to Marxism it is possible to perceive a definite pattern to how societies in different parts of the world, at different stages throughout history have organized the production of their material goods, and therefore social structures are not created randomly. This theory of historic materialism according to Marxism, claims that through the use of hindsight, it is possible to identify a pattern to the process of societal and economical change and development. Societies that have existed, or that do exist, according to Marxism, present one of five different ways of maintaining and organizing production; primitive communism, the ancient mode, feudalism, capitalism and communism. Karl Marx referred to these as ‘Modes of Production.’ (Jones & Bradbury, 2018). Primitive communism refers to societies with no separation of class, these societies have very low divisions of labor, and society works together for the common good. In the ancient or slave mode of production, more commonly associated with Ancient Greece and Ancient Rome, there is a distinct separation in class between aristocracy and slaves, with slaves providing all of the labor. Feudalism, commonly linked with medieval Europe, the distinction of class here being between land lords and peasants, with peasants being the main force of labor. Capitalist societies, it is argued, see a clear separation in class between those who own the means of production (Bourgeoise) and those who sell their labor in exchange for a wage (Proletariat), and communist societies who develop a move back towards a more equal classless society. (Mrinal, 2013).
Marx’s analysis of the history of all previous economic systems involves a class that exploits relationships and generates a sense of feeling alienated. Capitalism does so on a larger scale because its market forces ensure that people are not being treated as individuals, but are being treated as another commodity of production who can be discarded and used as needed. ‘The capitalist world is a world that people experience as alien and oppressive,’ (Slattery, 2003. P.16). Members of the Proletariat experience alienation at different levels and in different ways. Marx and Engels (1964) state that, ‘as soon as labor is distributed, each man has a particular exclusive sphere, which is forced upon him and from which he cannot escape.’ Workers are alienated from the products that they are made to produce. A worker’s labor is not their own, therefore they also have no ownership over the products they make as it belongs to their employer. The worker must continue to endlessly produce more and more commodities; however, the value of this continuous and extra work always returns to the capitalist and never the worker (Dillon, 2010). Marx (1844) refers to this process as the objectification of labor stating, ‘it exists outside him, independently as something alien to him; it becomes a power of its own confronting him as something hostile and alien.’  As well as becoming alienated from the products they are producing, it is also argued that workers become alienated from the production process, from their species and from one another.
By considering a factory worker as an example of alienation, the worker conducts all the work and therefore becomes alienated from the product, the work is repetitive, monotonous and unsatisfying, leading to alienation from the process of production, and as a factory worker would normally only have one task on the production line, they become alienated from their species in the sense that they become robotic, carrying out the same tasks, in the same way every day and as they are prohibited from working freely and creatively, this results in alienation from each other and humanity, (O’Grady, N.D).  Due to the alienation of the proletariat from the commodities they are producing, it could also be argued in Marxism that the bourgeoisie exploit the proletariat by taking advantage of their labor power. The amount of money a capitalist pays his/her workers will always be below the market value of the product they have made, and as the proletariat will only be in a position to gain if they sell their labor power to the bourgeoise, they are therefore in a position of perceived powerlessness and are easily exploited. Therefore, in a capitalist society, inequalities must exist in order for capitalism to be sustained. (Marx and Engels, 1848/1967)
As discussed previously with the transition from feudalism to capitalism, Marxism is predominantly concerned with economic relationships that conceive a definite social, cultural, political and legal context. Marxism is often referred to as claiming that, the aspects of society placed under the broad heading of culture, merely reflect economic relationships. It could be argued, however, that what Marxism is actually trying to convey, is a way to connect economic power with the dominant systems of belief in society, so, in a class society the dominant beliefs will support the interests of the dominant class. In order to cement this view, Marx referred to the way societies organize their production as its infrastructure, or economic base. The legal system, state, ideas and beliefs of a society, or a societies non-economic activity, are referred to in Marxism as the superstructure.  This is an important foundation of Marxism theory as it stresses that one set of activities is built upon the foundation of another. As the superstructure is created by the economic base of a society it therefore supports the interests of the dominant class. An important example of how the superstructure reflects the base can be seen in the ideology fed to the subordinate class of a society. Marxist’s believe that these ideologies make a class-based system of production legitimate by ensuring it is portrayed as right, or just, and that those in the dominant class obscure the reality of consequences for those that are involved. (Jones and Bradbury, 2018) 
The system of ideology promotes the common and everyday ideas that exist within society, that, according to Marxism highlights the importance of a person’s material and social existence in determining ideas about what is considered the norm. The activities that occur within everyday life and even experiences within capitalism portray that it is the accepted societal norm that the proletariat and the bourgeoise work as hard as they do. Although there is a difference in the financial rewards dependent on your socioeconomic class, the majority are willing to aid in the production of surplus labor and value, to ensure that enough profit is created for capitalism to survive, (Dillon, 2010). Hellinger and Judd (1994) referred to the ideology that is promoted by the dominant class as the, ‘democratic façade,’ which legitimizes the power that they hold in society. The industry of advertising is an important element when considering ideological systems that govern our lives, as according to Marxism, this industry promotes the ideology of the capitalist class, and that institutes like these are there to serve the bourgeoises economic interests, ‘Free competition is accompanied by a social and political constitution adapted to it, and by the economic and political sway of the bourgeoisie class,’ (Marx and Engels, 1848/1967) the political sway of television channels and news reports, are an example of how media can be used by those in the dominant class to influence the opinions and ideology of the subordinate class. 
The theory of Marxism asserts that the position an individual holds inside a class hierarchy is determined by their role in the production process, and argues that ideological and political consciousness is determined by class position, (Parkin, 1979). A class is made up of those who share and are conscious of economic interests, and as a result engage in the collective action which advances those interests. To Marxists, a class is a group in society with innate tendencies and interests that are different from other societal groups, and therefore forms the basis of a fundamental antagonism (conflict) between these different groups. This can be seen in the theories surrounding social stratification (Edward 1983).
The majority of the work by Karl Marx and the development of Marxism concerns the stratification of social class, those that own the means of production, the bourgeoise, and those who do not, the proletariat. An alternative view to the polarization of Marx’s two social classes can be seen in the work of sociologist Max Weber. Weber’s view is more complex and considered as a more multidimensional view of society. He concluded that social stratification is not simply a matter of class but is actually shaped by two additional concepts of status, and party (Giddens 2017). The differences include the qualifications and the skills that can determine the type of work that an individual is able to obtain. Therefore, the market position of an individual can greatly influence their life chances. For example, an individual who is qualified and skilled enough to obtain employment at a managerial level will have more favorable working conditions than those who they are managing, financial rewards and recognition for the work carried out would differ significantly. The aspect of status possessed by an individual refers to the symbols of status that a person possesses, the size of a house, brand of clothing worn and the type of car that is being driven, combined with a person’s occupation all shape social standing from the perspective of others. As a result, people who share the same status, then begin to form their own communities based on a shared sense of identity. Within more modern societies, Weber noted that Party formation and aspects of power, influence levels of stratification regardless of class and status. Party refers to those who work together to achieve a goal which is specific to their interests and beliefs, religion being a classic example. Weber’s standing on stratification is important to consider as it shows that there are other dimensions besides class that have an influence over stratification. (Giddens 2017) These two additional concepts result in there being a number of different possible positions that a person can have within a societal structure, as well as within a model of social stratification, which directly contrasts Marx’s bipolar view, this is supported in more modern theories of social stratification by sociologists Olin Wright (1979) and the Gilbert – Kahl (1987) model.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Browne (2015) explains that the concept of social class and stratification infiltrates all aspects of society in terms of Marxism, especially education, but there are sociological theories that criticize the Marxist perspective. According to Marxists, education is a form of social control and encourages a conformist attitude so as not to upset the pattern of inequality that is produced by the dominant class in society. Marxism emphasizes that education is a means of reproducing social inequalities from one generation to another, so a person’s origin is the same as their destination in terms of where they are and where they eventually end up in the system of social class. Bourdieu (1977) believed that the main role of the system of education was to reproduce and legitimize class inequality within the capitalist society, according to Bourdieu, the dominant class in society has the power to produce it own habitus within the system of education, as a result, those who are in middle or upper class education have more access to the culture of the dominant class, and therefore possesses more cultural capital than those of working class backgrounds. Althusser (1971) stated that the role of the educational system is to produce an obedient and efficient future labor force. The ideological state apparatus according to Althusser is to reproduce the technical skills needed to progress into the working world, but also to embed the ideology of the ruling class so that the generation of the upcoming labor force will accept and not question the dominant ideology of society, Althusser referred to this as a false consciousness. Another important theorist to consider when discussing the Marxist perspective on education is Freire (1996).  Freire saw the institution of education as oppressive, conditioning those within its system to accept oppression from the dominant class by accepting the view from those in a perceived position of power, for example by students obeying teachers and accepting their knowledge on a subject. The work of these theorists suggests the education system plays an essential role is the production of hegemony and the hegemonic control that is possessed by those in the dominant class, and that the rest of society is forced to accept their truth, superiority and ruling class ideology, (Browne 2015).
             One of the main criticisms of Marxism, particularly in the field of education, can be seen in the functionalist perspective of society. Functionalists view education as one of the most valued forms of socialization, and that education helps to maintain social stability though developing a value consensus and establishing social cohesion. Education from a functionalist perspective is seen as a means of aiding individuals to improve their lives by promoting upward social mobility, (Browne, 2015). It is argued by functionalists such as Davis and Moore (1967) that the system of education is a means of selecting the right people for the right jobs through different levels of the job market, making sure that those who are most suitably qualified are employed in the most important jobs. Davis and Moore state that as society is meritocratic, what job a person achieves is reliant on the qualifications, skills and talents a person possesses, therefore there is an equality of opportunity in society, those who have ability and talent, and who apply effort have an equal chance at the most prestigious job opportunities. Concluding that those who succeed in society deserve to succeed, and those who are unsuccessful only have themselves to blame, legitimizing inequality. While both Marxism and functionalism see education as playing an essential role in preparing participants for the economic world, Marxism sees education as promoting the ideas of the ruling class with no chance of social mobility, functionalists see education as a system of equality and being meritocratic, with chance of social mobility if the effort is applied, (Browne, 2017).
In conclusion, contemporary society it could be argued from a postmodernist perspective, cannot be examined through the lens of macro structuralist theories such as Marxism. Lyotard (1984) stresses that societies need to remove metanarratives that explain society as a whole and consider looking closer at individuals on a micro level. Postmodernists argue that society is made up of individuals that make their own choices about their lifestyles, and as a result are free from issues such as which social class they belong too. Postmodernists believe that society is no longer constrained by the structural approaches in theories such as Marxism, and society is much more fluid and subject to constant change, and due to almost unlimited free choice individuals can adopt any identity they wish, (Rojek, 1995). The question to ask when considering the current relevance of Marxism is, is society still bound by capitalism? In order to answer that question it is important to look at society through your own lens, if individuals still feel that they work purely to survive and because they have to, while those at the top make a profit from their labor; similarly if an individual feels that the whole purpose of education is a means of preparation for the external society, purely for the purpose of someone else’s gain, then that individual may argue that Marxism is still relevant in terms of critiquing and understanding the world through that particular lens. However, if an individual perceives that they are free to make their own choices, move freely through society regardless of where they are in terms of social class as per the postmodernist view, then it could be argued that Marxism is not relevant in a contemporary society. The main point to consider is the possibility that no two perspectives of society will be the same, so the concept of whether or not Marxism is still relevant in a contemporary society is subjective to the individual and their outlook on the society in which they reside.
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